Light on the Lessons

Jonah 3:1-5, 10; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

Third Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; January 22, 2012
Leader Guidance

Materials Needed


+ Bibles for everyone (variety of translations often useful)


+ Lectionary sheets (very convenient if you use them in worship)


+ Chalkboard, newsprint, overhead, or another means for displaying information and recording thoughts


+ Basic reference books for use as needed: Bible dictionary, Bible atlas, concordance, a one-volume Bible commentary


+ Read about Nineveh in a Bible dictionary. Read Jonah in its entirety.

I Getting Started

Offer prayers for the Spirit to prepare the group to receive the Word, and for peace. Read the lessons. Briefly discuss the questions in “Getting Started.”


1. Most of us will find many surprises. God’s judgments are not the same as ours.


2. The term “ripe” suggests that the moment is especially propitious. This phrase reflects some of the meaning behind “kairos,” which is the decisive moment of God’s action, expressed as “appointed time” in 1 Corinthians 7:29 and “time” in Mark 1:15.


3. Responses will vary. Our culture discourages conversation about religion and politics because they are controversial, yet these two topics deeply affect our daily lives. Discuss some ways of talking about faith with which participants can feel comfortable. 

II Check the Texts

1. Jonah 3:1-5, 10

A. When God asked Jonah to preach in Nineveh, Jonah chose to flee to Tract. The group should recall that Jonah was caught up by a great fish (not a whale!) and spent three days in its belly where he prayed. The prayer in 2:8-9 seems a bit disingenuous considering that Jonah had tried to flee from God. Perhaps, seeing the errors of his ways, Jonah repents.


B. If one walks at three miles per hour for eight hours a day for three days, one would cover 72 miles – close to LA’s fabled boundaries but hardly applicable to an ancient city. Nineveh was, however, very large for its time. The ruins in northern Iraq reveal a city about 3 x 1.5 miles.


C. They are connected by the number 40, a recurrent number in the Bible. The floods that cleansed the earth continued for 40 days and nights, the time Jonah was to give the people of Nineveh to cleanse themselves. 40 days 


D. Nehemiah instituted a policy of separation for the rebuilt, post-exilic Judah. People were forced to divorce their foreign (Gentile) wives. This ingrown, tribal attitude that shaped the Judaism of Jesus’ day, was contrary to the visions of Second (or 

Third) Isaiah. If Jonah was written at this time, it could be viewed as a protest document by making clear that Gentiles could hear and respond to God’s word. (The book of Ruth could be considered in the same light.)
2. 1 Corinthians 7:29-31


A. Paul is addressing questions raised by the Corinthians about marriage and sex. Paul, in verses 25-28, expresses his own opinion, rather than that of the Lord, that people should remain as they are. Personally, he would counsel people to remain single, as he did. Thus, verses 29-31 give the rationale for his advice: Jesus will soon return, the end is near, this world is passing away.


B. Responses will vary. Chances are, serious expectation of Jesus’ immediate return would focus our spirituality and raise the level of love in our behavior. We’d probably work harder and faster on repairing our broken relationships. Talk about the value of anticipating Jesus’ return, and explore ways to develop that kind of consciousness. 


C. Because Jesus will soon return, Paul tells the Romans, you should focus on living the right way, which is what he also  tells the Corinthians. The immanent end with Jesus’ return would be, of course, good news for Christians. Their salvation would be complete. Only the powers of the world would pass away; Christians would live on. Thus, Paul can give encouragement in 1:4-8, reminding the Corinthians that the Spirit will see them through and get them prepared for the end.


D. The Beatitudes invert our values. They make a blessing from what the world views as suffering. Paul does something similar in this passage where he says that emotions and actions named and evaluated by the world no longer matter. The old system and its categories is going down the tubes before long. These passages offer us, who are more than we think caught up in the systems of this world, an alternative vision of how to live and a challenge to our values. If we cannot fully withdraw from the world (for this is where we live and work), we can, if we have the courage of our faith, withdraw from much of the world’s value system.

3. Mark 1:14-20


A. Jesus’ ministry does not begin until after John ceased his ministry. The first three Gospels put forth a John-then-Jesus sequence. The Gospel of John has their ministries overlap, which may be more historical.


B. Jesus’ message is very much like that of the Baptist. However, except for Luke 3:18, John’s message is not called “good news.” Jesus also invites hearers to “believe in the good news” or gospel.


C. Responses will vary. Mark uses “immediately” to accent Jesus’ charismatic power. As he can drive out demons, so he can command followers.


D. Responses will vary. Father’s were dependent on their sons for support in their old age, but Jesus sets the kingdom as highest priority; see Matthew 10:34-39.


E. “Gospel” usually means God’s grace that forgives sins and takes us as his children through Jesus Christ. The full meaning of the gospel does not emerge at the outset. It develops through Jesus’ ministry, his death, his resurrection, and beyond to Pentecost. The “good news” in verses 14-15, taken alone, would be the advent of God’s kingdom.
III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary.


2. Repentance in some form must proceed asking for forgiveness. If someone has no regret at all over an action, why ask for forgiveness in the first place? However, one must not get worked up over the issue of sincerity, lest we make sincerity into a work that earns us God’s forgiveness. We do best to leave all that to God.


3. Responses will vary. A woman’s husband died suddenly from a stroke. For hours, she sat in a rocking chair saying over and over, “I didn’t tell him that I loved him.” There is great value is sharing love and forgiveness as if this were our only day to do it.


4. Responses will vary. Jonah’s despair of God probably stemmed from his feeling that God had no sense of orderly justice. The Assyrians were terrible people, yet God forgave because they said they were sorry! Where is the justice in that! When one views justice as a matter of tit-for-tat, many aspects of justice, God’s or human’s, will seem unfair and disorderly.


5. Responses will vary. Whether the other is sorry or not, we are called to forgive.


6. Responses will vary. Share ways participants have found to make it easier to forgive themselves. We need to come to see ourselves as God sees us!


7. There is nothing wrong with “serial repentance.” Some sinful behaviors, like addictions, follow a sober-relapse, sober-relapse pattern until one day the breakthrough comes and we are clean. God doesn’t give up on us, nor should we give up on ourselves. Ask, “Does God want me to feel (act, think, behave) this way?” If the answer is “No!,” then keep at it, because God will keep at it.


8. Self-examination has a long history as a valuable spiritual discipline, so long as we don’t use it feed our guilt or depress our self-image or hinder our openness to God’s grace.


9. Responses will vary. We do at some time need to name the Name. Discuss appropriate times and situations in which to verbally share one’s faith.


10. Victor Frankl, the psychiatrist, pointed to the difference between saying, “I am sick as a dog!” and saying, “I have a temporary stomach upset.” Consider the difference between “Ill never forgive him,” and “I’m having trouble right now with forgiveness.” The first closes off the possibility of forgiveness, the second opens the way for eventual growth to the possibility.

IV Into the Week


As time permits, encourage participants to undertake suggestion #2.
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